The pharmacist's role in the community is currently directed towards providing drug information and patient care rather than drug compounding and dispensing. Patient counseling is an essential skill for pharmacists. So as to improve the pharmacist role in the community and enhance the patient's education and counseling skills, many continuing education programs are established. The aim of this study is to assess the perceptions and tendency of community pharmacists in Iraq regarding patients counseling and continuing pharmacists' educational programs. A cross-sectional survey was performed on a convenience sample of community pharmacists' from different governorates of Iraq from January 2017 to April 2018. Data were collected using a pretested questionnaire specifically designed from a previous study with some modification to reflect the work nature in Iraq.
Introduction
Most pharmacists in Iraq are working in hospitals and community pharmacies to provide pharmaceutical care services to patients (1) . The pharmacist's role in the community has widely changed as a consequence of the expansion in the pharmacy profession worldwide. Nowadays, it is currently directed toward providing drug information and patient care rather than drug compounding and dispensing (2) . Patient counseling is regarded as an essential skill for pharmacists to interact positively with patients besides in many countries, it is mandatory (3) Although doctors are regarded as the first source of information about the medicines for the patients nevertheless most doctors rarely assess patients understanding when giving medications information despite the importance of doing this (4) . This is in opposition to the pharmacists where they actively asses the response of patients which results in an increase in patient adherence, satisfaction as well as decreases in the number of medicines prescribed, medication-related problems and the cost of medication (5) . In order to improve the pharmacist's role in the community and enhance the patient's education and counseling skills, many continuing education programs are established. The term "continuing education" has been defined as "organized learning experiences and activities in which (health care professionals) engage after they have completed entry-level academic education and training. These experiences are designed to promote the continuous development of the skills, attitudes, and knowledge needed to maintain proficiency, provide quality service or products, respond to patient needs, and keep abreast of change" (6) . Patients counseling and many pharmacy practices can be well improved when pharmacists participate in various continuous educational programs (7) . Although the number of pharmacists in Iraq is greatly increased as a result of an increase in the number of Pharmacy Colleges in the last two decades (8) , however, there is a very limited number of continuing pharmacy education programs which does not reflect the dramatic changes in the pharmacy profession in Iraq. The purpose of this study is to assess the attitudes of community pharmacists in Iraq concerning patients counseling and identifies the major obstacles they faced which prevent them from providing effective counseling. Furthermore, the study also evaluates the perceptions and tendency of Iraqi pharmacists to participate in continuing pharmacists' educational programs.
Subjects and Methods
A cross-sectional survey performed on a convenience sample of community pharmacists at community pharmacies in different governorates of Iraq from January 2017 to April 2018. Data was collected using a pretested questionnaire specifically designed from a previous study with some modification to reflect the work nature in Iraq (9) . The questionnaire consisted of 16 questions. The first 4 questions were collected the demographic data of community pharmacists, followed by 6 questions which related to the attitude toward patients counseling and the obstacles that face the pharmacist during counseling. While the last 6 used to measure the perception of community pharmacists towards continuing pharmacy education programs. Three questions formatted and scored on four-point (1-4) Likert scale with anchor words (Strongly agree to strongly disagree) to measure the opinion of pharmacists about continuous pharmacy education. The study was validated by the Scientific and Ethical Committee in the College of Pharmacy, University of Baghdad. Verbal consent was obtained from all participants included in the study. The authors informed the participants about the purpose of the study at the beginning of each interview. Meanwhile, the respondents were informed that their participation was voluntary.
Statistical analysis
Statistical analysis was performed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences software version 16 (SPSS v. 16 ). Pharmacists' responses were presented as frequencies and percentages. Perception of community pharmacists towards patients counseling and continuing pharmacy education program was analyzed through a scaling method.
Results
In order to evaluate the perception of Iraqi pharmacist toward patient counseling and their attitude for the continuous pharmacists' education program, a convenient sample of 263 community pharmacists from different governorates of Iraq participated in this survey. The demographic data of all participants are shown in table 1. More than half of the pharmacists spent from one to five minutes in order to dispense a prescription and about (39%) consumed from five to ten minutes and only less than (3%) take more than 10 minutes to dispense prescriptions as shown in table 2. More than half of the participants stated that they always provide consultation when dispensing any prescription as shown in table 3. The higher percentages of pharmacists (53%) concentrated on the dose of the drug during dispensing more than the duration of use (19%) or drug indication (21%) or even other information like the main side effects, drug interaction if present and the best time to take the medication which only explained by less than (7%) of pharmacists, on the other hand, nearly half of the patients asked mainly on the indications of their medications and less than (32%) asked about the dose of the drug (Figure1).
Figure 1.Variance in motivation about the consultation between pharmacists and patients as pharmacists stated (n=263).
The higher percentage of the patients listened carefully to the consultation about their medication and only less than (3%) do not interact with the pharmacist well during the consultation process as shown in table 4. Many participants demonstrated that absence of patient's interest in addition to the insufficient time in pharmacy is the main obstacles that face them during the consultation process (Table5). Approximately (47%) of participants indicated that attending continuous pharmacist education programs can help them to improve the counseling practice. Likewise, the availability of specific area for counseling is essential according to (32%) of participants. Only about (17%) consider that increase the number of pharmacists in one pharmacy can help. Other answers given by some pharmacists indicated that all these explanations are crucial to improve the counseling practice in addition to promoting public awareness about the importance of pharmacist's instructions as shown in table 6. Only less than (5%) of participants said that continuous pharmacist education programs available for them while more than half of the participants cleared that these programs rarely reach to Iraqi pharmacists as shown in table 7.
Table 7. Accessibility of continuous pharmacist education programs for Iraqi pharmacists (n=263).
Regarding pharmacists' opinion about continuing education programs and the need to establish these programs in Iraq, the result in fig.2 showed an optimistic attitude of most pharmacists toward the importance of these programs for improving pharmacists' information in addition to providing them with the latest scientific issues and the development of pharmacy career. More than (90%) of the contributors strongly agree or agree to launch these programs in Iraq and no one of the contributors strongly disagrees with such programs as shown in figure. 2.
Figure 2. Pharmacists' opinion about continuing education programs (n=263).
The degree of interest in attending continuous education programs for pharmacists is very high as seen in table 8 and only less than (3%) of the participants refuse to attend these programs. 
Discussion
According to previous studies, pharmacists were regarded as an easily accessible source of health care which emphases on the role of pharmacists to give the patients accurate information about their medication (10, 11) . Although work experience for most of the participants were less than two years nevertheless, the greater proportion of participant displayed a high tendency for counseling and attending continuing pharmacy education programs. Time in community pharmacy could affect the time and quality of counseling (12) . According to this study, the number of working hours for the higher percentages of pharmacies was less than 8 hours and this limited time may affect the time provided for counseling and this clearly appeared in the previous study in Saudi Arabia which showed that most of the working hours (75%) in the pharmacies spent on dispensing and stocking and only (25%) provided for counseling (13) .
In the present study, more than half of the participant spent from (1-5) minutes with each patient to dispense a prescription. This result is similar to the previous study performed in Nepalese which indicates that the majority of pharmacists took from (1-5 ) minutes for dispensing a prescription (10) , another study which assessed the Turkish community pharmacists' view about pharmaceutical care practice in Turkey, indicated only a small percentages ( 22.5% ) take more than 6 minutes to counsel patients (14) . Counseling of pharmacist is essential to enhance the patient's adherence with his medications (14) . Furthermore, the World Health Organization (WHO) Good Pharmacy Practice Guidelines also suggest that the pharmacist should provide counseling (15) .The best outstanding finding of this survey was that most Iraqi pharmacists have a great tendency towards patients counseling. The greater proportions of the participants said that they regularly provide consultation when dispensing any prescription. Similarly, two other studies (16, 17) in different countries indicated that the pharmacists always provide counseling to their patients. During counseling, the higher percentages of participants focus on the dose of the drug than on the duration of use and to a lesser extent on indications or even other information. On the other hand, nearly half of the patients prefer to ask mainly on the indications of their medications.
In contrast, a previous study in India stated that 17% of the pharmacists give some basic information about the product and its usage method (18) . Regarding patients' questions during counseling, the results of the present study are different from the results of a previous study in Nepal where most patients asked about the cost of the medication more than other things such as the dose or the duration of use (10) .
Although the greatest proportion of the participants concluded that most patients were listening well to their counseling nevertheless, the major obstacle that faced them and reduced the effectiveness of the consultation process was a lack in some patients' interest. This made them cancel the counseling or decrease the given information. The result is similar to another study in Northwest China where the lack of patient acceptance of pharmaceutical care lead to ineffective communication between patients and pharmacists (19) .Lack of time and insufficient knowledge also can affect the counseling according to other participants in the present study that is similar to many other results in previous studies (14, 20, 21) .
Attendance of continuous pharmacist's education programs was regarded as the main strategy to solve the problem of weak counseling according to the higher proportion of the participants. The previous result was predictable as improving the knowledge of the pharmacists can assist them to improve the counseling process in a timely manner. A comparable result was mentioned in a previous study conducted in Turkey (14) which concluded that continuous education programs would be an important approach to enhance pharmaceutical care and counseling. Continuous education program for the pharmacist is an effective method to improve all pharmacists knowledge after graduation (22) . Unfortunately, these programs are very rare and not accessible for the majority of pharmacists in Iraq according to the suggestion of more than (57%) of participants in this study. This problem is not only in Iraq but also in many other countries in the Middle East (23, 24) . This study reveals a high attitude toward attending continuous educational programs and a promising opinion of most Iraqi pharmacists about continuing education programs. The higher percentages declared that these programs can improve pharmacists' information, in addition, to provide them with the latest scientific issues and can play a vital role in the development of pharmacy career. More than (90%) of the contributors strongly agree or agree to launch these programs in Iraq. The great attitude of pharmacists to this program was in line with several former studies (22, (25) (26) .
Conclusion
This study provided a clue that the majority of community pharmacists in Iraq had an optimistic perception towards patients counseling and continuing pharmacy education programs. In addition to that, most of them showed a great tendency to contribute effectively in these programs which are absent or very rare in Iraq to improve their career and reduce the barriers toward a good effective counseling.
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